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Absenteeism control methods: a survey
of practices and results

Dow Scott and Steve Markham
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career was employed by B .F.
Goodrich Co. In personnel. His
research Is directed toward productivity Issues which Include absenteeism control, financial Incentives
and productivity measurement.
Steve Markham Is an assistant
professor of management at
Virginia Polytechnic Institute and
State University . He holds a PhD
from the State University of New
York at Buffalo and has done extensive management consulting. He
has published numerous articles on
absenteeism data analysis, leadership and methodology for organizational research.
The authors would like to
acknowledge Timothy Cotter for his
help when this research was Initially
conceived.

!though managers would
not deny employees the
right to be absent from
work for legitimate
reasons, most managers
are concerned about the cost of
absenteeism to their company, particularly when it is not necessary. A
three percent national absenteeism
rate means that on any scheduled
work day over three million
employees will not show up for
work. By Steers and Rhodes (1978)
calculations, this rate represents an
annual cost to our economy of over
$26.4 billion . This figure Is based on
Mh"vis and Lawler's (1977) estimated
daily abstentee cost of $66 for each
occurence for nonmanagerlal personnel. This cost is based on direct
salary, fringe benefits, estimated loss
of profits and costs associated with
temporary replacement. Given this
large price tag for absenteeism , it is
little wonder that managers are continually searching for and experimenting with methods for controlling this
pervasive problem.
Although there Is a large amount
of research dealing with the reasons
why empl~ees are absent, there is
surprisingly little written on the effectiveness of basic control policies
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and practices used to deal with this
problem . Furthermore, we have
found that when managers talk with
us about implementing a particular
absenteeism control program, they
often have not given any thought to
their overall strategy or to how a
new control method might affect
other personnel practices.
What Methods Are
Managers Using?
In an attempt to discover what is
used and what works in terms of
comprehensive absence control programs, we surveyed a national sample of personnel managers. These
managers were asked to identify the
methods used by their organizations
to control absenteeism and to
evaluate the effectiveness of these
techniques. In addition , we asked
for their current absenteeism rate
and other basic background information. Our basic concerns were
simple:
1. How prevalent were various
absenteeism programs?
2 . How effective were these
methods according to the administrators?
3. Was there a relationship between the set of absenteeism
control methods used by an
73

organization and their absence
rate?
The respondents to our survey
were all members of the American
Society for Personnel Administration (ASPA) and represented every
region of the country and sector of
the economy. Usable questionnaires
were returned by 987 respondents
(approximately 20 percent), which
was an excellent return rate for
lengthy questionnaires. Characteristics of the responding organizations are described in Figure 1. The

average absenteeism rate was 4 .2
percent; the average size of the
hourly work force was 994; and the
average hourly wage rate was $6.84 .
From a list of 34 different
absenteeism control methods
reproduced in Figure 2, respondents were asked to identify which
techniques were currently being used
by their respective organizations.
This list of control methods was
developed from an extensive examination of the Uterature and from a
pilot survey of personnel managers

from 60 organizations. Respondents
were also asked to evaluate how effective these methods were in controlling absenteeism. For each
method, they were given four possible alternatives:

1. This method is not effective at
all.
2 . Marginally ineffective, the
benefits just below the costs.
3. Marginally effective, the benefits
barely worth the costs.

Figure 1
Characteristics Of Responding Organizations
Types of
Orga nizations
Primary processing, (e.g.,
petroleum, steel,
chemicals, etc.
Manufacturing, (e.g.,
metal, rubber, textile, etc.)

Other O rganization
Characteristics
53

Union(s)

375

Non-unions

612

358

Total

987

Electronics

49

Hourly employees:

Food processing

89

Paid absences

533

Non-paid absences

454

Service (e.g., transportation
education, banking,
utilities)

169

Health care

59

Insurance

61

Total

Sales

37

Other industries

66

987

Salaried employees:
967
20

Paid absences
Non-paid absences
Total

987

Total

Num ber of
Ho urly Employees

Reported Rates
of Absenteeis m •

Less than 100

237

Less than 3 percent

306
277

101 to 500

454

3 to 7 percent

501to1000

148

Greater than 7 percent

158

More than 1000

148

Did not report rate

296

Total

987

Total

•Absenteeism rates ranged 1 percent to over 30 percent and averaged 4.2 perceni.
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50 PLUS Magazine is the # 1 choice of more
than 400 Employee Benefits Managers concerned
with effective pre-retirement counseling for their
employees.
Published monthly, each issue furnishes timely news
and counsel on money management, insurance,
taxes, heaJth, nutrition, travel, housing, consumerism, the law ... lively reporting on fashion ,
sports, hobbies, entertainment. . . controversial expos~s of frauds and con-games ... candid interviews
with fifty-plus personalities that combine humor,
drama and gossip.
With 50 PLUS on-hand, your employees will be
more knowledgeable, more confident and better
equipped to make the important decisions that will
affect their life-style in the years ahead.

Jn addition , 50 PLUS offers an expanded line of
pre-retirement counseling materiaJs and services.
These include:
• Planning Your Tomorrow Kit: Seven booklets
covering key pre-retirement topics, in a customized
folder.
• Leader's Manual: Your own staff can now plan and
run a program, using 50 PLUS materials.
• Retirement: The Best Is Yet To Be: A 5-part
sound/slide series focusing on real people.
• In-house consulting: Dr. Pat Montana is available
to review programs, or help plan new ones.
To see for yourself why we' re considered the #1
choice for pre-retirement counseling, fill out and
mail the coupon below. We'll send you a complete
description of our materials and a sample copy of
50PLUS.

r---------=:=:i~---=::~=::----,i-- - - -

- - - - - - - - - - - - - --

I

50 PLUS Magazine
Circulation Department
850 Third Avenue
New York, N. Y. 10022

O

I

I' m interested in receiving more information about
50 PLUS and the pre-retirement counseling materials
and servi ces described abo ve.
Name

Title

ComJ>llny

No. Employees

Address

Circle No. 626 on Reader Service Card.
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4 . Definitely effectively, successful.
The Manager's Perceptions
Of What Works Best
The first column of Figure 2 lists the
average effectiveness score for each
of the 34 absenteeism control
methods. These are ranked in
descending order from those rated
most effective to least effective. A
close examination of this Ust reveals a
number of interesting observations:

First, of the 34 methods, 26 ( 77
percent) have been rated above
three, which corresponds to a rating
of at least marginally effective. Secondly, it is clear that personnel
managers reported using a wide
variety of methods to control
absenteeism, although not all
methods were equally popular.
Focusing on the information in the
first column, the nine methods
rated most effective in controlling

absenteeism were the discipline/
monitoring methods. These are
more traditional approaches for
dealing with absenteeism . The three
most highly rated programs were:
1. a consistently applied attendance
policy (Item 1); 2. termination based on excessive absenteeism (Item
2) ; and 3 . a progressive discipline
system for excessive absenteeism
(Item 3) . Referring to the second
column, it is not surprising to note

Figure 2
34 Absenteeism Control Methods Ranked by Rated Effectiveness

Control Method
1.
2.
3.
4.

5.
6.
7.
8.
9.

10.

11.
12.
13.
14.
15.
16.

A consistently applied attendance
policy
Termination based on excessive
absenteeism
Progressive discipline for excessive
absenteeism
Identification and discipline of
employees abusing attendance
policies
At least monthly analysis of daily
attendance Information
Daily attendance records maintained
by personnel department
Employee call-in to give
notice of absence
A clearly-written attendance policy
Dally attendance records maintained
by supervisors
Allow employees to build a paid
"absence bank" to be cashed in at a
percentage at a later date, or added
to next year's vacation time
Employee interviewed after an
absence
Flexible work schedules
Inclusion of absenteeism rate on
employee }ob performance appraisal
Perfect/ good attendance banquet
and award ceremony
Formal work safety training pr<>gJ"am
Screen recruits' past attendance
records before making a selection
decision

Avera ge
Ra ted
Effectiveness

% in
Use

Absence
Rate:
Non-Users

Absence
Rate:
Users

3.47

79%

4.8%

4 .2% .

3.47

96%

4.4%

4.3%

3.43

91%

4.8%

4 .3%A

3.39

88%

4 .8%

4 .3%

3.38

57%

4.7%

4 .1%·

3.36

48%

4.6%

4.1%

3.35
3.33

99%
76%

7.3%
4 .2%

4 .3%A
4.4%

3 .31

68%

3.8%

4 .6% ••

3.28

10%

4.3%

4 .2%

3.26
3.25

35%
21%

4.4%
4.3%

4.2%
4.5%

3.19

66%

4 .5%

4 .2%

3.19
3.17

9%
42%

4.4%
4.2%

3 .8%A
4.4%

3.16

67%

4.7%

4.2% .
Figure conl!n ued on page 78
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How
to
•
•
mtervtew smart.
How do you use an interview to
really tell how good a prospective
employee is?
Surprisingly few business people know how, and that:S why so many
hiring mistakes are made.
Most can be avoided.
With the techniques Robert Half
reveals in his new 16-page booklet,
How to Hire Smart.
It:S distilled from 34 years of
specialized experience in financial,
accounting and edp recruiting.
And it's yours free as soon as you
call any of the 80 Robert Half independently owned and operated offices
(look in the white pages for our number, or simply fill in the coupon below).
Meanwhile, here are a few pointers from the booklet.

Ask these 4 questions.
1. "Wbat did you like best
about your lastjob?" A can-

didate who can't give you a
thoughtful answer probably
can't think beyond the basic
mechanics of the job.
2. 7fyou could have made
improvements in your lastjob, what
would they have been?" The answer is
a good barometer of a candidates
creativity and general sensitivity.
3. '1Jescribe the bestperson who
ever workedfor or with you." A candidate who has trouble answering
this could lack compassion.
Personnel Administrator/June 1982

4. "Describe emergencies in some
of your jobs for which you had to
reschedule your time." This is the
question you ask instead of, 'l\re you
willing to work extra hours when the
situation calls for it?"

The specialists for 34 years.
Robert Half pioneered the
concept of specialized recruiting.
Because a specialist does a better job.
His annual survey booklet has
become the standard guide of government and business - since 1950.
In fact, when a Senate Committee needed expert testimony on
recruiting practices in the accounting
profession, they called him.
With 80 offices in 3 countries,
the Robert Half organization is the largest
specialized recruiter.
So it gives you the best
choice of first-rate
candidates.
Because we interview smart, too.

-- --- ----,I

Please send me your booklet How To Hire Sman
(Mail lh1s coupon to Robert Half lmemational I nc.
PO. Box 4157, NewYork, NY 10163.)
Name

I
I

Company

Tirle

Address

I ~

I

Zip

~
Telephone(_____..)

I
I
I
I
I
I

~ fW~DB!~T !~~n~!,:~ion~c ~

Circle No. 631 on Render Service Card.
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(Conunued from page 76)

Average
Rated
Effectiveness

% in
Use

Absence
Rate:
Non-Users

Absence
Rate:
Users

Supervisory training in
attendance control

3.15

39%

4.4%

4.2%

18.

Inclusion of work unit
absenteeism on supervisor's
performance appraisal

3.15

18%

4 .4%

4.2%

19.

Wiping clean a problem employee's
record by subsequent good
attendance

3.14
3.13

47%
57%

4 .3%
4 .2%

4.3%
4.4%

3.10

25%

4 .6%

3 .6% ••

Job enrichment/ enlargement/ or
rotation implemented to
reduce absenteeism

3.09

12%

4 .3%

4.2%

A component on attendance in a
formal employee orientation program
for new hires

3.07

71%

4 .5%

4.3%

Require written doctor's excuse for
illness/ accidents

3.05

77%

4 .0%

4.4%

25.

Spot visitation (or phone call) to
check-up at employee residence by
doctorI nurse/ detective/ other
employee

3.00

21%

4 .3%

4 .3%

26.

Operation of day care for employee's
department

3.00

<1%

4 .3%

3 .6%A

27 .

Substance abuse program
(drugs, alcohol, etc.)

2.99

28%

4 .4%

4.2%

28.

The absenteeism control policy has
been negotiated in the union
contract

2.98

32%

4 .3%

4.9% 8

Employee bonus (monetary) for
perfect attendance

2.96

15%

4.4%

4 .1%

Education programs in health
diet/home safety

2.81

13%

4.4%

3.9%A

Attendance lottery or poker system
(random reward)

2.77

<1%

4 .3%

4.8%A

32.

Peer pressure encouraged by
requiring peers to fill in for absent
employee

2.62

43%

4 .3%

4.4%

33.

Chart biorythms for accident prone
day

2.50

< 1%

4 .3%

5 .J%A

34.

Letter to spouse indicating lost earnlngs o f employee due to absenteeism

2.50

< 1%

4.4%

l.8%A

Control Method
17.

20. Improvements of safety on the job
21. Public recognition of employee good
attendance (I.e. in-house bulletin
boards or news letters, etc.)

22.

23.

24.

29.
30 .
~
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31.

A:

Due to greatly imbalanced cells sizes. this difference should not be interpreted.

..

Statistically significant p < .05
Statistically significant p < . 10

B:

This applies only to unionized firms.

that these were used by 79 percent,
96 percent and 91 percent, respectively, of the organizations in this
sample .

Disciplinary Actions
Are Questioned
The prevalence of these disciplinary
methods provides cause for concern
when the remainder of the information in Figure 2 is examined . Quite
simply , are these organizations
meeting the minimum requirements
for data accuracy and fairness in
their terminations? For example,
only 57 percent of the firms conduct at least monthly analysis of
daily attendance information (Item
5). Only 48 percent have daily attendance records that are maintained by the personnel department
(Item 6) and 68 percent of the
respondents have daily attendance
records maintained by supervisors
(Item 9) . Furthermore, even though
many organizations reported collecting absenteeism data, why were so
many respondents (30 percent)
unable to provide current absenteeism rates? As a result, how can
consistent decisions for terminations
be made when accurate data is not
maintained , updated or analyzed?
ln addition, numerous arbitration
cases (S. Cahn vs Union Carbide
Corp. 46 LA 195; C . LaCugna vs
General Electric Co., 32 LA 637 ;
E. Jones vs Lockheed Aircraft
Corp. 35 LA 725) have shown that
termination for excessive
absenteeism will not be upheld
unless several other attendance
control methods are evenly enforced . First, accurate attendance
data must be collected and recorded for each employee. As has been
discussed, this is not done by many
of the organizations we surveyed.
Secondly, the organization must
provide a clearly-written attendance
policy (Item 8) . Twenty-four percent of the organizations surveyed
indicated they did not have a
clearly-written policy. Although progressive discipline was provided by
most organizations (used by 91 percent, Item 3) , an improvement factor was not built into most policies
because only 4 7 percent of the
firms indicated an employee's
absenteeism record would be wiped
Personnel Administrator/ June 1982

clean by subsequent good attendance (Item 9) . Finally, only 35
percent of the organizations conducted employee interviews after
the absence (Item 11) . As a result
we would have to conclude that
termination for excessive
absenteeism often is not consistently
administered and probably will not
stand up before an arbitrator or
judge if challenged. Based on our
experiences, these discrepancies are
indicative of a "piecemeal" approach to discipline-type attendance
control methods. These piecemeal
programs are usually troublesome
to administer and are not as effective
as more comprehensive programs
controlling absenteeism.

Many Programs
Are Not Effective
Another important point that can be
gleaned from Figure 2 is that some
of the most frequently-used control
methods are not evaluated as being
very effective. For example, a written doctor's excuse (Item 24) is required by 77 percent of the
organizations to verify the
legitimacy of the absence, but the
effectiveness of the program is
ranked only 24 out of the 34
methods. Seventy-one percent of
the firms discuss attendance requirements during their formal
employee orientation program, yet
its effectiveness is ranked just above
requiring a written MD's excuse.
The third to the last ranked
method, applying peer pressure by
requiring peers to fill in for an absent employee, was used by 43
percent of the respondents. It has a
rating of only 2 .62. If these programs are rated so poorly In comparison to other methods, one must
wonder why organizations continue
to apply them . From our discussions with personnel managers, we
suspect these are old programs that
are not well-maintained but nevertheless are still part of company
policy.
A third observation can be drawn
from the data in Figure 2 . In the
management literature, programs
that reward attendance in a variety
of ways have been highly praised
(Gove, 1968; Nord, 1970; Panyan
& McGregor, 1976) . One would

suppose that by now they would
have been implemented in a large
number of organizations. However,
our survey indicates that such programs are used infrequently. For instance, an employee bonus for
perfect attendance is used in 15 percent of these organizations. (Given its
rank of 29 out of 34 and its rating of
2 .96, this may not be all that surprising.) However, allowing employees
to build a paid "absence bank" to be
cashed in at a percentage at a later
date or added to next year's vacation
time is ranked highly with a rating of
3 .28. Even so, this method is used
by only 10 percent of the
respondents.
Similarly, perfect/ good attendance banquets and award
ceremonies (Item 14) are held in
only nine percent of the companies
despite being ranked 14. Even
simply providing public recognition
for good attendance (Item 21) was
reported in use by only 25 percent
of the organizations. The application of operant conditioning prin-

A three percent national
absenteeism rate means
that on any scheduled
work day over three
million employees will
not show up for work.
ciples uls a uis lottery/poker hand
or random reward programs (Item
31), which has received considerable acclaim (Stephens & Burroughs, 1978; Wallin & Johnson ,
1976; Pedalino & Gamboa, 1974) ,
is reported in use by less than one
percent of the respondents. Finally ,
such innovative absence reduction
programs as employee day care
centers (used by less than one percent, Item 22) ; substance abuse programs (used by 28 percent, Item 27)
and education programs in health/
diet/ home safety (used by 13 per·
cent, Item 30) were also not used as
frequently as one might expect from
reading management journals.
Moreover, these methods were, for
the most part, rated as less effective
than were discipline/ monotoring control methods by personnel managers.
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Burglar Alarm
A computerized burglar alarm requires no
installation and protects your home or
business. It is the first real alternative to a
thousand dollar or more professional system.
The concept is simple. Provide all electronic
functions of a professional wired together
system. Put sensing and control into one
easy-to-use device. Use large scale integration
of solid state components to achieve lower
cost and greater reliability. Here are some of
the exciting features:
Invisible Protection. The Midex 55 protects
your home using exactly the same technology
that police radars use to catch speeding cars
and trucks. When you are not at home, the
Midex 55 generates a low energy radar field
that detects anyone who moves in a desig·
nated area of your house. The protection
pattern is an adjustable tear drop shape with
maximum dimensions of 75 x 40 feet.
Loud Alarm. When the system detects an
intruder, it turns on a loud police type
electronic siren. The sound is loud enough
to cause pain. It is loud enough to drive a
burglar away before he can steal or damage
your valuables. It is loud enough to alert
your neighbors and, more important, loud
enough to warn you not to enter your home
before the police arrive.
Computerized Controls. To turn the system
on, you punch in your personalized 6 digit
access code. You now have 30 seconds to
leave your home or office. When you return.
you enter and disarm the system with your
access code. You have 30 seconds to do
that also.
When the Midex senses an intruder, it remains
silent for 30 seconds. It then sounds the
alarm until 8 minutes after the burglar leaves.
The alarm then shuts off and resets, once
again ready to do its job. This shut-off tea·
tu re, not found on many expensive systems,
means that your alarm won't go wailing all
night long while you're away.
Standby Power. Should AC power fail or
a smart burglar cut your AC power lines,
the Midex 55 automatically switches to
FAI L·SAFE operation using a built·in
rechargeable battery pack. You are protected
no matter what.

EXPANDABLE SYSTEM
You can set up the M idex in your own home
in minutes. It looks like a stereo component.
Just plug it into a wall socket, aim and adjust
its protection pattern and connect two wires
to the powerful alarm blast horn SP-30. If
you wish, you can connect two alarm blast
horns. If you connect 2 blast horns, we
recommend one outside and one inside.
A test light allows you to easily determine
the area of coverage of the protection
pattern. A thumb wheel lets you adjust it to
your needs.
As an extra security measure, you can con·
nect one or more panic buttons to the Midex.
The panic buttons activate the alarm even
with the radar protection pattern turned off.
But even if you don't use the expansion
features, the Midex is complete, ready to
protect you, just as it arrives in its well·
protected carton.

The adjustable pattern has a range up to

15 feet.
NO MORE FALSE ALARMS
Compared with other burglar alarms like
ultrasonic systems, the Midex has almost no
chance of false alarms, since it is not affected
by traffic noise, plane noise, air conditioner
turbulence, telephones or strong outside
winds. Only the motion of the burglar
walking through the radar field can set it off.
COMPARED AGA INST OTHERS
The Midex compares with much more expen·
sive professionally installed systems. Yet it
costs no more than do-it-yourself alarms
purchased at retail. In a recent article, a
leading consumer magazine rated the M idex
tops in space protection, alarm siren power
and immunity from fa lse alarms. Don't be
confused. There is no system under $1000
that provides you with the same protection.

The powerful blast horn has a 130d8 output
and makes a sound so loud it causes pain.
Circle No. 632 on Reader Service Card
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The Midex 55 alarm
system measures
only 4" x 10W by
yet protects you
like much larger and
expensive security
systems.

r

U.L. APPROVED SYSTEM
If you have owned a burglar alarm for more
than a year, there's a good chance that it has
required service. The Midex, however, is
solid state and built with the same heavy
duty components in industrial systems. The
Midex is made by Solfan Systems, Inc., the
leader in the production of radar detectors
for commercial and industrial security systems. Solfan has made more than half a
mill ion industrial radar sensors and over
100,000 Midex 55. Will the Midex ever need
service? No product is perfect. If you ever
have a problem, call us on our toll free
"help line" at (800) 227·8167. The product
has a limited 1 year parts and labor warranty.
STANDING BEHIND A PRODUCT
The Midex protects more than 100,000
American homes. But the true test of how it
performs is in your home or office. That is
why we provide a one month trial period.
We give you the opportunity to see how fail
safe and easy to operate the Midex system is
and how thoroughly it protects you and
your loved ones. Decide after one month
whether or not you want to keep it. If you
decide to keep it, you'll own the best. If
not. return your unit for a full and prompt
refund. There is no risk.
Purchase the M idex 55 now for $199.95 and
the SP-30 blast horn for $39.95. We recom·
mend the purchase of two blast horns. To
order, simply send your check to the address
shown below. California residents add 6%
sales tax. Credit card buyers may call our
toll free number below. There are no postage
or handling charges. The unit will be sent to
you complete with all instructions.
Midex gives you everything you could possibly expect from a burglar alarm: 1) a
professional grade system at a very reason·
able price, 2) toll free telephone assistance,
3) the chance to. buy a unit in complete
confidence, knowing that you may return
it if it's not exactly what you want. You
can't lose.
Computer technology has produced the
ultimate security system. Order your Midex
55 without obligation today.

midex

665 Clyde Avenue
Mountain View, CA 94043
(415) 964-7020
(800) 227-8167

In the above section , we focused
on the frequency a program was
reportedly used and on the perceptions of the effectiveness of each
program by the personnel administrator. In this section we examine the actual absenteeism rates
that were reported by the respondents who used specific control
methods as shown in the last two
columns of data in Figure 2. The
absence rates for users and nonusers of each program were computed and then compared to each
other. A statistical test of
significance {t-test corrected for
unequal cell size} was applied to
determine if organizations that used
a particular method to control
absenteeism reported a lower rate
of absenteeism than organizations
that did not use the method to control absenteeism.
In Figure 2 there are occasional
differences that are larger than . 5
percent, but are not labeled as
significant. This is because there
were so few organizations using the
program {or not using it} that the
apparently large difference between
the two averages is not statistically
reliable. For example, in Figure 2 ,
the last control method , sending a
letter to a spouse indicating lost
earnings of the employee due to
absenteeism {Item 34) , had a large
difference in absenteeism rates between users (1.8 percent) and nonusers (4.4 percent} . Because only
two organizations in the entire sample used this technique, the sample
Is simply too small from which to
draw any conclusion. It is interesting to note , however, that two
organizations which used this
technique had an average absenteeism rate of 1.8 percent but
thought this was a very ineffective
method of controlling absenteeism .
After eliminating from consideration all those items where the apparent difference between the
absence rates of users and nonusers were not reliable , a number of
remaining control methods were
associated with lower absenteeism.
For example, where Item 1, a consistently applied attendance policy,
was reported in use, absenteeism
was significantly lower (4.2 percent}
than in organizations not reporting
Personnel Administrator/ June 1982

such a policy (4.8 percent} . Similarly , firms that screen recruits' past attendance records before making a
selection decision {Item 16) had a
lower rate (4 .2 percent} than firms
that did not use this method (4. 7
percent}. Organizations which provided public recognition techniques
for good attendance {e.g., in-house
bulletin boards, newsletters, etc.)
had an absence rate a full percentage point below those that did not
provide such recognition (3.6 percent us. 4.6 percent} . Surprisingly ,
the method whose presence had
the most pronounced effect on
absence rates was ranked only 21
in terms of perceived effectiveness
and it was used by only 25 percent
of the organizations surveyed .
Finally , flexitime (Item 12) ,
although rated highly (3.25) as a
method of controlling absenteeism,
was not associated with lower
absenteeism rates for organizations
using this technique. In fact , absenteeism was slightly lower for those
organizations not using flexitime.

An Absenteeism Paradox
Three special items dealing with the
collection of absenteeism data are
reserved for special discussion in
this section . The use or non-use of
each of these three items makes a
significant difference in absence
rates. Organizations reporting that
daily attendance records were
maintained by the personnel
department (Item 6) had an
absence rate of 4 .1 percent us. 4 .6
percent for non-users. Similarly,
firms that analyzed daily attendance
records on at least a monthly basis
{Item 5) had a significantly lower
rate (4.1 percent} than firms that
did not use this technique (4. 7 percent) . Contrary to common expectations, however, the maintenance
of daily records by supervisors {Item
9) had a reverse effect. Those
organizations whose supervisors
were responsible for maintaining
daily attendance records had a
significantly higher absence rate
(4.6 percent) than those organizations who did not use this method.
(3 .8 percent) .
In order to better understand this
paradoxical effect, we need to
move from considering single

methods of controlling absenteeism
(the "piecemeal" approach) to considering combinations of control
methods (the "comprehensive" approach) . In Table 3 , monthly data
analysis (Item 5) has been crosstabulated with the personnel department's maintenance of daily records
{Item 6) . The table simply shows
combined absence rates for users
and non-users of both methods.
The pattern of means in the cells
fits our expectations. If both control
methods are not used the highest
absence rate occurs (5 percent) . If

...the nine methods rated
most effective in controlling absenteeism were the
discipline I monitoring
methods.
one or the other occurs singly , then
the next lowest rate occurs (4.2
percent}. Finally, if both programs
are used in combination , the lowest
absence rate occurs (4 percent) of
all four cells. {The percentages in
the upper left corners of each cell
show the proportion of respondents
in that category.}
Finally, is it to an organization's
advantage to have both methods of
data collection and maintenance?
The information in Figure 3 suggests there is no advantage in having duplicate systems of daily
absence records. In fact , it would
almost seem desirable to eliminate
the supervisory system . While this
might seem like a radical suggestion , It corresponds to a number of
our experiences in large organizations who suffered from
absenteeism problems. In each
case , the first line supervisors asked
to be relieved of the task of maintaining daily records and being the
sole enforcement for the absence
policies. Not only was it a timeconsuming and distracting task
when compared to their regular
production concerns, but there was
a deeper reason. Quite simply , they
had come to realize that without a
strong central system guided by the
personnel department, there would
never be consistency and equity in
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Figul'e 3
The Combined Effects of Two Control Techniques on Absenteeism

Daily Attendance Records
Maintained by Personnel Department (Item 6)
Non - Users
(21%)

Users
(16%)

Non-Users
At least monthly
analysis of daily
attendance information
(Item 5)

5.0%
(29%)

4.2%
(34%)

Users
4.2%

4 .0%

Daily Attendance Records
Maintained by Supervisors (Item 9)
Users

Non-Users
(6%)

(44%)

Non-Users
Daily attendance
records maintained by
personnel department
(Item 6)

•%
(26%)

4.7%
(24%)

Users
3.9%

4.3%

"The cell size was too small to provide a reliable average absenteeism rate.
The number In parentheses indicates the percentage of organizations In each category. The other percentage score
In each cell Indicates the average rate of absenteeism In that category. The sample size for these analyses are 668
because 30% of the organizations did not report absenteeism rates.
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the absence program . These supervisors did not have the time or the
resources to continually communicate updates and new situations to each other on this topic.
More important, hourly employees
usually did not believe that the
supervisors kept records and so
they frequently challenged the
record's veracity. They would
believe, however, that the personnel department kept reliable data .
So, it was very easy for the union
stewards and chronic absentees to
"whipsaw" a single supervisor on
the issue of record accuracy and
policy fairness when compared to
other supervisors.

Suggestions For Controlling
Absenteeism
Based on this survey, we would
suggest several strategies for controlling or reducing absenteeism.
First, it would seem prudent to
identify and rg-examine the
methods used to control absen teeism within the organization.

According to this survey certain
methods of controlling absenteeism
were used that did not have much
influence on absenteeism and , in
fact, some methods were not considered effective by the
respondents. Obviously such
methods could be eliminated at a
savings to the organization . (e.g.
written doctor excuses) .

absenteeism records and find out
whether employees are receiving
consistent treatment from supervisors.
Remember that an attendance control
pollcy can be overturned by a judge
or arbitrator and result in a substantial
back-pay settlement if the termination
for excessive absenteeism policy is
not clearly established and administered properly.

As with most management
policies, there are no magic short
cuts to effectively control
absenteeism. A comprehensive approach to the problem is more
desirable than a piecemeal approach. In order to realize a
substantial decrease in absenteeism,
time, effort and money will need to
be invested. But, as an old cliche
notes, "you get what you pay for" .
Second, if you have a policy of
terminating employees for excessive
absenteeism, examine these policies
carefully for loopholes and inconsistencies. One method for making
this check is to pull individual

Third , do not overlook the value
of using positive inducements to
reduce absenteeism . Even though
personnel managers rated these
methods as less effective than
discipline/ monitoring control
methods, the positive approaches
were usually associated with lower
absenteeism. Numerous studies
have shown the effectiveness of
positive reinforcement in reducing
absenteeism as indicated earlier.
The idea that people are "paid to
work" and should not receive compensation for attendance is questionable on the basis of these data.
In fact, all too often in organizations
people are awarded for not coming

A New Source For Information/ Word Processing
Management Professionals:

THE IWP JOB LINE
The International Information/ Word Processing ABSOCiation is currently offer·
ing a telephone job placement service for information/ word processing professionals. By Ii.sting your positions in this burgeoning netd with us, you will
have access to more than 14,500 managers and supervisors currently
employed in in.formation management throughout the U.S., Canada, and the
world.
The service, begun in May, allows our membership to call a Job Line telephone
number and access a recording of all advertised positions. Those wishing to
apply will send applications to the ABSOCiation in care of a box number, which
will then be forwarded to advertisers.
The cost for placing a listing with the 1WP Job Line is $20 for one month.

IWP MEMBERS ARE THE LEADERS IN OFFICE AUTOMATION
To place a listing or for more information:
Write to Joan Delaney, IWP,
1015 North York Road,
Willow Grove, PA 19090

Circle No. 662 on Reader Service Card .
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to work; e.g. paid absense programs, unemployment benefits,
state worker's compensation, etc .

"Why hire me? Because I work for

Equifax and can help you meet EEOC
and legal hiring requirements. Plus give
you the specific information you need to make a sound
decision.
"My method? An Equifax Pre-Employment Report.
The fair way to protect the privacy of your applicant.
While you also protect your company from
possible futu re losses.

'There's no
law against
hiring me:
"Hire me, and you actually hire the entire
Equifax field force. That's right, 3,600 people located
throughou t the U.S. and Canada. Ready to find the facts you
need. This includes data on job experience and performance,
honesty, reputation, attitude, eligibility for rehire,
absenteeism, health, and abuse of alcohol or drugs, if any.
We also handle criminal court and worker's compensation
records checks.
"You have the right to know about job applicants. So
why not leave the work to a company with over 80 years'
experience providing information for business decisions.
"For more details about our Pre-Employment Reports,
call Carole Sewell (404) 885-8000. Or write for a free copy of
our brochure, 'Equifax Employment Reports."'

EQUIFAX
SERVICES
General Management Systems

1600 Peachtree Street
Atlanta, Georgia 30309
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Fourth , a centralized system to
collect absenteeism data would be
advisable . Often with slight
modifications o f the payroll system
and the development of a computer
program (software) , accurate and
timely attendance data reports can
be p roduced. Our research indicates that dual systems of collecting absenteeism data does not influence absenteeism. So why collect
duplicate manual data that simply
adds to operating costs? Remember, although simply collecting
absenteeism data will somewhat
reduce absenteeism, a larger effect
will occur if this data is analyzed
periodically.
Finally, approach absenteeism
control with a comprehensive
strategy rather than relying on one
or two methods to solve your problem. Although this will undoubtably take time and may in fact require a consultant, this approach is
more likely to work and the cost
savings will more than pay for the
time and dollar investment. O
References
Grove, Byron A., "Attendance reward plan
pays", Personnel Journal, volume 47, 1968,
pp. 119-120.
Mirvis, Philip H. and Lawler, Edward E., Ill,
"Measuring the financial Impact of employee
attitudes", Journal of Applied Psychology,
volume 62, number 1, 1977 , pp. 1-8.
Nord, Walter, "Improving attendance
through rewards", Personnel Administrator.
volume 33, November 1970, pp. 37-41.
Panyan, Steve W. and McGregor, Michael,
"How to Implement a proactive Incentive
plan: a field study". Personnel Journal,
volume 55, September 1976, pp. 460-463.
Penalina, Edward and Gamboa, Victor U.,
"Behavior modification and absenteeism: in·
tervention in an industrial setting", Journal of
Applied Psychology, volume 59, number 6,
1974, pp. 694-698
Steers, Richard M. and Rhodes, Susan R. ,
"Ma;or influences on employee attendance:
a process model", Journal of Applied
Psychology , volume 63. number 4. pp.
391-407.
Stephens, Tedd A . and Buroughs, Wayne
A. , "An application of operant conditioning
to absenteeism In a hospital setting", Journal
of Applied Psychology, volume 63, 1978,
pp. 518-521 .
Wallin , Jerry A. and Johnson, Ronald D..
"The positive reinforcement approach to
controlling employee absenteeism", Person·
nel Journal, volume 55, 1976, pp. 390-392.

© 2016 SHRM. All rights reserved. Personnel Administrator is the property of Society for
Human Resource Management (SHRM) and its content may not be copied or emailed to
multiple sites or posted to a listserv without SHRM's express written permission. However,
users may print, download, or email articles for individual research.

